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ABSTRACT
The Northern Territory Library’s (NTL) Libraries and Knowledge Centres (LKC) program is one of a 
number of programs across Australia designed to bring ICTs and Indigenous people together within 
an appropriate technology / community-networking framework. A center-piece is the use of the Our 
Story database to hold and display both repatriated and contemporary, including born-digital, cultural 
material relevant to local communities. The LKC model is distinctive in that it is fully implemented, 
uses proven technology, has a consistent framework of program delivery, and a clear business case. 
However there continue to be fundamental questions on striking a balance between technical innovation 
and sustainability; the capacity of the program to expand while maintaining support in geographically 
remote areas; and the challenge of maintaining a relationship of trust with local communities. Reviewing 
the challenges of the Our Story / LKC program sheds light on key reasons why ICT-based community-
networking projects succeed or fail.
DOI: 10.4018/978-1-61520-997-2.ch007
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INTRODUCTION
Sustainability in ICT projects relies on a com-
bination of ‘doing enough’ while not ‘doing too 
much’: giving the project something to live for, 
to communicate and share with its stakeholders, 
without over-extending the supply-lines and 
capacities. For ICT projects, there are inherent 
questions over the possibility of extending the 
project in a technical sense while protecting both 
sustainability and usability. It is generally accepted 
within the technical community that progressive 
technical development is necessary to maintain 
currency, but too much emphasis can lead to a loss 
of focus on other key aspects of program health. 
The ability of the program to support its instal-
lations, to frame its service in such a way that it 
meets and responds to local demand, is no less 
important, and achieving a balance essential. This 
chapter’s description of the Our Story database, 
and the Libraries and Knowledge Centres (LKC) 
program, of which it is a key component, across 
16 remote Indigenous communities across the 
Northern Territory, demonstrates that this is so. 
We believe that the implementation of Our Story 
/ LKC model, as form of ‘elaborated library’ that 
spans the digital and physical domains, has sig-
nificant implications for other projects operating 
in similar territory.
It is now four years since the first Our Story / 
LKC installation. The program’s owner, Northern 
Territory Library (NTL), is currently engaged in 
planning and development for a second generation 
of software for Our Story. Taking stock of progress 
to date, and given the findings of an evaluation of 
the program conducted by researchers from the 
University of Technology of Sydney (Nakata et 
al, 2006), we characterize Our Story / LKC as a 
successful program. We argue that it does indeed 
fulfill its objectives and that this is confirmed by 
consistent patterns of use by its intended user-
base, and by signs of growth and development 
in the ways it is being used1. However, we also 
acknowledge that it must be considered successful 
in the qualified sense that any continuing program 
must be. There are risks and challenges ahead 
that are inherent in the area of operation of the 
Our Story / LKC program. These are inherent in 
the innovative scope of the program. In identify-
ing them we also identify areas of future growth 
and development, through which the project can 
continue to fulfill its promise.
THE PROGRAM
Our Story is a File Maker Pro software applica-
tion originally developed in the mid-1990s for 
use in the Aboriginal communities of northern 
South Australia. Originally named Ara Irititja by 
its creators, the Pitjantjatjara Council, the system 
allowed for local access to historical and cultural 
documents taken by non-indigenous researchers 
or people who had worked in their remote com-
munities in the past. The software went through 
gradual and incremental change over a fifteen-year 
period and has since become a popular tool for 
community-based archiving projects in a remote 
Aboriginal context. Receiving similar requests 
for local access to information and knowledge 
resources from Aboriginal communities in the 
Northern Territory, the Northern Territory Library 
began to implement the system across many of 
its remote community libraries. As is described 
in detail later on in this chapter, the Ara Irititja 
software was rebranded the ‘Our Story’ database 
and quickly became the focal point of the Northern 
Territory Libraries Indigenous library program, 
known as ‘Libraries and Knowledge Centres’.
Background
The Our Story / LKC model is one expression 
of a broader enterprise on the development of 
culturally-attuned knowledge and information 
services in areas of disadvantage. This is now 
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an established subject of discussion at the global 
level. Recommendations from the World Summit 
on the Information Society (WSIS) in 2004 for 
example stated that:
“Equitable access [to information services] 
has to be contextualised and as far as possible 
based on local linguistic/cultural, economic and 
technological imperatives of communities so as 
to bolster their local knowledge content and its 
ownership and management.” (Weigel and Wald-
burger, 2004: 56).
In Indigenous Australia though, the notion that 
Aboriginal ‘communities should have the pos-
sibility to store and keep their own information 
resources in digital format’ and that the sharing 
of knowledge may help to ‘improve livelihoods’, 
has been relatively slow to take hold (Weigel & 
Waldburger, 2004: 163). The reasons for this 
protracted introduction are not difficult to adduce: 
the dearth of technical support and training in 
remote areas, the lack of accessibility to digital 
archive materials, low income and employment 
opportunities, low rates of literacy and a relatively 
unreliable telecommunications infrastructure are 
just some of the reasons for this.
Rationale
The notion of a new mode of library service for 
remote Indigenous clients in the Northern Territory 
(NT) dates from the early 2000’s. It was decided 
that a new program was required to better meet 
the information needs of all people living in the 
Territory’s remote areas, with a particular focus 
upon the disadvantaged Aboriginal populations 
living in small communities across tropical and 
desert regions. This new approach, the LKC 
model, combined traditional library services with 
a greater emphasis on electronic resources and 
new media tools to assist communities to care 
for, and cultivate, local knowledge.
Consistent with this, a distinctive feature of 
the LKC program has been to place, within a 
semi-traditional library context, a fully-supported 
database facility – Our Story - that allows local 
material, such as still and moving images, scanned 
documents, and audio to be added and then made 
available for display. The material, some of which 
requires sensitive handling due to cultural proto-
cols, must be managed in such a way as to provide 
a requisite level of cultural security.
To appreciate the significance of this process, 
the reader should be aware of two relatively recent 
socio-cultural developments in remote Indigenous 
communities. The first is a move towards increased 
local Indigenous access to and management of 
knowledge, often embodied in processes of ‘cul-
tural repatriation’. Many Australian Indigenous 
communities have been subjected to extraordinary 
levels of research and documentation. The collect-
ing of physical artifacts, documentary records — 
and later audio-visual documentation — originally 
began under the auspices of church missions and 
agents of government, and of anthropological 
projects in the late 19th and early 20th century. 
Attitudes towards these collections and the cul-
tural institutions that hold them have undergone 
significant change in the last thirty years. Just as 
Greece seeks the Elgin/Parthenon Marbles, so too 
do Indigenous people in Australia — as they do 
internationally — seek access to, and the right to 
hold and administer, a range of materials pertinent 
to their own past and present (Hendry, 2005). Non-
Indigenous sentiment, at least in specialist circles, 
has also changed to support this different way of 
viewing objects and records, hitherto seen as best 
kept under lock and key in the custodianship of 
non-Indigenous professionals.
Many remote Indigenous communities have 
enjoyed access to only a tiny fraction of the 
materials collected about them, in contrast to the 
substantial collections held in the museums and 
other institutions of the non-Indigenous world. 
Awareness that this requires redress has been 
underscored by the wider acknowledgement that 
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policies of successive Australian governments 
have very significantly disturbed the family and 
cultural life of Indigenous people in Australia. This 
has had the effect of making cultural knowledge 
and connection less available to many members 
of the Indigenous community, and with negative 
consequences for well-being.
However, the movement toward improving 
access to these records, or even handing over 
ownership of the original materials to a ‘commu-
nity’, begs the question as to how those materials 
may best be dealt with and made accessible to 
and by local communities. Differences in cultural 
attitudes to material things are as different as can 
be imagined from the ‘scientific fetishism’ of the 
modern museum. Also, physical environments in 
a number of remote communities can exercise a 
less-than-benign influence on objects that have 
been preserved in controlled environments for 
quite some time. Similar conditions are most often 
not provided on-site in many of these locations, 
and efforts in the past to establish local ‘keep-
ing places’ or museums for repatriated physical 
collections have met with varied success (Batty, 
2005; Campbell, 2006: 76).
The second major influence has been the advent 
of ubiquity for digital media texts and technolo-
gies in remote communities. This provides new 
avenues for holding and sharing cultural informa-
tion — as opposed to cultural objects in a physical 
sense. There is also a more contemporary aspect 
to this. Indigenous people in remote communities 
are familiar with and have access to many of the 
tools and expertise with which they can create 
digital objects that record the present-day life 
of the community. This time, the narrative is in 
their hands. Hence, alongside archival materials 
now newly-accessible to Indigenous communities 
are a range of born-digital objects in a variety of 
formats, notably audio, still and moving-picture 
materials. A number of programs have emerged 
to support this process in remote communities, 
particularly those making equipment available 
and offering skill transfers in relation to the use 
of that equipment.
Considering these two influences together, we 
can see that debate regarding improved access 
to, and in some cases the repatriation of, cultural 
materials has been ignited by the expectations 
placed on emerging digital technologies. Most of 
the archive so far remains in analogue form, yet 
to be digitized, but there are new horizons on the 
scope of what could be done in terms of restoring 
access to cultural information.
The confluence of these two streams results in 
what is, clearly, a complex environment, bristling 
with questions over the management of physical 
and digital objects, materials from the archive and 
those created in the digital present. Some choices 
are inescapable for a program wishing to meet 
demand created by these conditions: program 
niche and purpose needs to be clearly defined 
to allow its scope of action to be defined and 
objectives formed. The LKC program supports 
digital repatriation only, in a sense simplifying 
its scope of action. However, some matters retain 
an inherent complexity whether they inhabit the 
digital or physical domain: some materials bring 
with them sensitivities over who has the cultural 
authority, within the community, to view and 
control access to materials. There are other seri-
ous challenges regarding digital objects that need 
constant monitoring. Standards for digital formats 
for moving pictures, for example, remain quite 
fluid, and may necessitate software development/
hardware upgrades to ensure the continuance of 
security and access for digital objects: dilemmas 
also faced by much larger institutions.
It will be seen, if we return to our original 
concept (what might be termed the ‘elaborated 
library’), that there is far more at stake here 
than simply a change of modes and materials. 
Libraries are in the midst of an intense process 
of self-questioning: how best to use emerging 
technologies, and how to process and absorb, 
in the most positive way, their consequences 
for libraries’ sense of mission (Greenhill, 2009; 
Jaeger et al, 2007). The Our Story / LKC model 
should contribute to these discussions, for there is 
something quite novel in the way this model works 
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regarding the control, management and creation 
of information in this system. The community not 
only controls access and contributes new mate-
rial, but adds further layers of information when 
the material in the Our Story database — current 
and archival — is viewed within the community, 
and elicited responses from community members 
are added to the database record by community 
‘operators’ employed to work within the LKC. 
Typical scenarios are that viewers identify people 
pictured in images, and identify cultural activities. 
In this way, local people re-contextualise cultural 
information which, hitherto, may have existed in 
isolation within an external archive. This process 
leads to considerable enriching of the collection, 
providing a dynamic and pattern of use that is 
distinctive when compared with mainstream 
library practice.
The true magnitude of the shift in the ‘library 
model’, then, is this: that local people are actively 
involved as contributors rather than cast in the 
passive role, which the traditional library has often 
scripted for its users (Nakata et al, 2006: 35-53). 
In this particular setting, Indigenous library clients 
review and ‘speak back’ to the historical records 
made by non-Indigenous people in the past, open-
ing up a unique avenue of contemporary cultural 
practice. Of course, there is nothing inherently 
‘Indigenous’ or indeed non-Indigenous about an 
opportunity for ‘users’ to add layers of information 
to a digital object. But the LKCs, and the contextual 
setting so-far described, have provided a driver 
for this kind of interaction with shared materials 
that has brought the model together, and made a 
‘business case’, for it.
We have considered some reasons why this is 
particularly important in Indigenous remote com-
munities, but there are others. While the process of 
government-sponsored dislocation of Indigenous 
communities has apparently ended, the results of 
earlier practice have not. Indigenous knowledge 
has relied on oral transmission, and there have been 
severe disruptions to this process. Elders are con-
cerned that the cultural knowledge they embody 
may not get handed on to subsequent generations, 
particularly in view of current challenges with their 
younger contemporaries. So, here too there are 
compelling reasons to support the local retention 
of Indigenous culture, its importance voiced by 
an authoritative and yet vulnerable component of 
the Northern Territory’s Aboriginal populations.
Demographic and 
Geographic Context
To grasp the context in which library and infor-
mation services are provided in the Northern 
Territory one must appreciate the uniqueness of 
its demography and geography. The Northern 
Territory, constituting approximately 1% of the 
Australian population, in one-sixth of the total 
land area, is the most sparsely populated region 
of Australia. By almost every measure available 
the Northern Territory’s population differs greatly 
from that of other Australian jurisdictions. This 
includes the fact that over 31% of Territorians 
are Aboriginal2 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 
2006). Indeed, over two thirds of Aboriginal Ter-
ritorians live in remote communities some up to 
a 9-hour drive away from the major centres and 
often only accessible by 4 wheel drive or alter-
natively light aircraft. Many of the communities 
are poorly serviced and in many cases material 
goods - clothing, food, building supplies etc - must 
be brought in by barge, road-trains or air.
The Northern Territory Library is guided by two 
primary responsibilities, firstly, to collect, preserve 
and make accessible the Territory’s documentary 
heritage; and secondly, to provide public library 
services in partnership with local government 
authorities in remote areas. Northern Territory 
Library works with Shire councils to ensure library 
services are of a reasonable standard and relevant 
to the community. In all there are 33 public libraries 
in the Territory, with 22 of these situated in isolated 
and remote Aboriginal communities. In 2004 the 
current Libraries and Knowledge Centers (LKC) 
Program was developed to provide access to local 
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content and to respond to the immediate need to 
preserve Aboriginal cultural heritage.
ICTs in these regions still lag behind connec-
tions speeds and technologies available in the 
metropolitan areas of Australia. Infrastructure 
covers vast distances and links between regional 
hubs to remote locations or outstations are hindered 
by the geographic isolation. Many remote com-
munities continue to use 2-Way Satellite connec-
tions in order to access the internet and although 
this is generally effective, many of these services 
suffer from periodic outages and services are not 
properly maintained. To put issues of the digital 
divide into further perspective, home ownership 
of personal computers in the Northern Territory’s 
remote communities is extremely rare and in 2005 
was as low as 4 per cent amongst the Aboriginal 
population outside of the capital city of Darwin 
(Department of Corporate and Information Ser-
vices, 2005: 11). National figures have also shown 
that 78.4 per cent of Indigenous people in remote 
areas of Australia do not use the Internet (Radoll, 
2006: 15). Indeed, for the most part Internet access 
in remote Indigenous communities is either non-
existent or only available via community service 
organisations such as community councils, schools 
or libraries. However, as Radoll (2006: 12) has 
identified in many of these circumstances access 
is often restricted or inhibited in some way; mean-
ing that people have less opportunity to explore 
or freely develop aptitude in computing and/or 
online technologies.
With these challenges in mind the Northern Ter-
ritory Library; in partnership with newly formed 
Shire councils (replacing now defunct Community 
Government Councils) provide public library 
services to 22 isolated and remote communities. 
Understanding that equitable access to ICTs is 
a critical component to the effective operation 
of these library services the Northern Territory 
Library provides online resources, a Library 
Management System for the entire library network 
and access to reliable and effective information 
management tools. NTL also provide technical 
skills and support necessary to maintain these 
systems which are often difficult to obtain given 
the remoteness of these libraries in both tropical 
(around Darwin and the Top End) and desert Aus-
tralia (around Alice Springs and Tennant Creek).
Planning for effective information or commu-
nications services is even more difficult, given the 
high cultural and linguistic diversity the Territory’s 
small and diffuse population. Indigenous clients 
in these areas combine high levels of Indigenous 
knowledge with often-lower levels of English-
language literacy, income-earning capacity, and 
(non-Indigenous) educational achievement. Al-
though it is now widely understood that library and 
information services operating in similar regions 
across Australia must accommodate Indigenous 
culture, the NT presents a particular challenge. 
The Territory boasts approximately 60 Indigenous 
languages and dialects, and in many communities, 
English is spoken as a second or third language. 
In the Central Australian region alone (surround-
ing the main township of Alice Springs) there are 
five cultural and linguistic regions consisting of 
approximately 20 Indigenous languages/dialects 
and English literacy is generally very poor. (IAD, 
2002; Ramsey, 2003: xi). Designing programs 
that intend to connect people in remote locations 
to information resources must therefore first 
acknowledge and then work with the high levels 
of linguistic and cultural heterogeneity unique 
to the region.
Digital Knowledge Management
The persistence of Aboriginal cultures in the 
Northern Territory has meant that it is necessary 
for any library or information service handling 
their materials to observe traditional rules and 
protocols governing information exchange. The 
anthropological literature has shown that while 
the details of these protocols may differ across 
Australia, in the Northern Territory they are typi-
cally shaped by overarching ‘laws’ relating to a 
person’s relationship to particular ‘estates’ of land 
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and their ritual status (Michaels, 1985; Thorley, 
2002). Given the disjunction between Indigenous 
and Western ways of processing and transmitting 
information, the question needs to be asked as 
to exactly how much a library service can truly 
assist communities in the management of their 
own information resources. Indeed, the useful-
ness of digital technology in the management of 
Indigenous knowledge has been the subject of 
a number of research projects across Australia. 
(Christie, 2003; Christen, 2005; Cohen, 2005).
Around the same time as the LKC program 
was being implemented Charles Darwin Univer-
sity’s School of Australian Indigenous Knowl-
edge Systems (SAIKS) had begun working with 
communities in Arnhem Land to assess the role 
of digital media in the maintenance of traditional 
Indigenous knowledge. Together, SAIKS and the 
Northern Territory Library were able to organise 
a number of seminars exploring the best ways of 
managing Indigenous information in digital for-
mats and what technologies could be applied to 
this end. Contributions from the SAIKS project, 
between 2003 and 2006, were persistently critical 
of many of these databases and their inability to 
provide an ‘ontologically flat’ structure. (Christie, 
2004) Michael Christie and his team have provided 
an essential check on the move towards digital 
archives by forming a critique of database struc-
tures and the recording of Indigenous histories, 
knowledge and practices:
“In processes of setting up a database, we make 
decisions about how the data is to be structured 
[…] Whichever way these political and technical 
decisions go – who makes them and why, and which 
features are excluded, none of them will remain 
apparent after the interfaces are developed and 
put in place. They will be obscured by the illusion 
of objectivity the interfaces convey. Not only does 
the information architecture reflect a particular 
politics of knowledge but it also somehow enacts 
it.” (Christie, 2003: 4).
As people begin to enter their information into 
database systems they ultimately submit to the 
logic of the dominant system of a pre-developed 
digital collection. This is true even where the 
technology has been used for cultural preservation 
purposes, and its use may signal a strategically 
crucial loss. That is, the technology itself may 
embody the logic of another culture which Indig-
enous society would in time yield to. In this view 
utilization of electronic database technology is at 
its worst a threat to traditional culture, and at best 
could only ever be used to compliment cultural 
practice. Nevertheless, as the library is charged 
with the task of assisting communities to preserve 
their documentary heritage, the Northern Territory 
Library must work within their ambit of exper-
tise. Databases were identified as one practical 
way that a library and information service could 
assist communities in their expressed desire to 
preserve local stories. Provision of these services 
would also encourage new digital literacies that 
are now common to social and economic life in 
mainstream Australia.
The issue of how database collections might 
assist the transfer of knowledge between genera-
tions of people was also high on the agenda of 
discussions between SAIKS and NTL (and oth-
ers). The context for inter-generational transfer of 
knowledge is particularly grim in some regions 
and, as mentioned above many communities were 
actively requesting assistance in documenting 
the knowledge of the elders. Current Indigenous 
population statistics showing that the Australian 
Indigenous population is characterised by a very 
young age composition combined with high a 
mortality rate amongst adults, explain this sense 
of urgency (Taylor, 2006). To be succinct: less and 
less ‘old people’ remain to hand on their knowl-
edge to a growing population of young people, 
and this brings a special urgency.
The usefulness of databases in helping people 
retain their knowledge remains largely untested 
and will require closer examination over the next 
few years. But this is not to suggest that these 
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systems are not without already recognisable 
benefit. Regarded as one element ‘in a wider 
system of Indigenous knowledge management’, 
it is commonly asserted that while the value of 
active knowledge use should not be overlooked, 
database collections may serve as an effective 
means to secure recognition of community rights 
over Indigenous Knowledge and offers a degree 
of protection against theft of Intellectual and 
cultural property. As Langton et al (2003) have 
stated in their report on ‘traditional lifestyles and 
biodiversity’ to the United Nations Environment 
Programme, documentation of knowledge and 
linked education initiatives can boost local com-
munity capacity in the promotion, protection and 
facilitation of their knowledge.
There are now multiple projects across Austra-
lia and the globe working on a range of technolo-
gies to better accommodate Indigenous cultural 
information (Christen, 2005; Cohen, 2005; Hughes 
& Dallwitz, 2007; Hunter et al, 2003). As many of 
the devices are portable, increasingly affordable 
and do not require advanced literacy to operate, 
their popularity and ubiquity in these communi-
ties is on the increase. Furthermore they utilise 
audio-visual material far more engaging to people 
with low-literacy. Manggarai weavers of Flores, 
Indonesia, use digital cameras to document their 
age-old designs (Threads of Life, 2006); the San 
hunter-gatherers of the Kalahari of southern Africa 
use ‘cyber-tracker’ palm pilots to record informa-
tion about species on their land (Bazilchuk, 2004); 
and more and more Australian Indigenous peoples 
are using databases to access and document their 
social and cultural histories.
In early 2008 the Commonwealth Government 
of Australia hosted the ‘Australia 2020 Summit’. 
Bringing together Australia’s ‘best and brightest’, 
the summit charged participants with the task of 
envisioning a long-term strategy for the nation 
in key policy areas. The notion of ‘a national 
Indigenous Knowledge Centre network’ provid-
ing ‘support to regional knowledge centres’, was 
listed as a ‘Top Idea’ in the initial report:
“Regional [knowledge] centres reflect that each 
Indigenous group is different and has different 
knowledge to preserve and to develop. These 
need to be linked to the development of commu-
nity hubs, and would utilise existing facilities.” 
(Commonwealth of Australia 2008a: 26).
It was proposed that a National Indigenous 
Knowledge centre be established to give support to 
regional knowledge centres and that ‘hub’ knowl-
edge centres would document, record, keep and 
tell local Indigenous stories using digital media 
technology (Commonwealth of Australia, 2008b: 
229, 246). According to this vision the knowledge 
centres would improve local employment op-
tions, focus on supporting and capturing regional 
knowledge, provide a location for Aboriginal 
knowledge production and research by Aboriginal 
people, and provide a social and cultural context 
and increase value and self-esteem. Although 
neither the Northern Territory Library’s LKC 
program nor the State Library of Queensland’s 
Knowledge Centre initiative were referred to in 
this document, any further development of these 
ideas would surely entail an assessment of exist-
ing Knowledge Centre programs.
The LKC Program Model
Nine years ago, after being approached by a 
number of communities looking to explore al-
ternative library services, the Northern Territory 
library began devising its Indigenous Knowledge 
Centre concept. As the first library organisation 
to begin using the ‘Knowledge Centre’ suffix, the 
experience of the Northern Territory Library is 
particularly interesting. The remote communities 
of Wadeye (Port Keats), Aleyaw (Ti Tree) and 
Galiwinku (Elcho Island) were chosen as sites 
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to initially pilot what was then described as the 
‘Indigenous Knowledge Centres’ concept. Initial 
consultations with the Galiwinku community re-
vealed that their thinking around the knowledge 
centre dated back to the 1970s. They imagined a 
physical space that would combine various infor-
mation and cultural services, thus challenging the 
well defined boundaries between various cultural 
institutions (Personal communication, P. Webb, 
August 14th 2008). The Knowledge Centre was to 
be a meeting place for the community and com-
bine a range of services such as an interpretative 
centre, a keeping place, a museum and a library.
The overarching purpose of the Knowledge 
Centre would be to improve access to collections 
of relevance to the community, enable the creation 
of new documents / recordings and give people 
a measure of ownership and control over these 
collections. Very early on in their development 
a resident of Galiwinku, Richard Gandhuwuy 
Garrawurra, described the Knowledge Centres as:
“...breathing places…they keep our culture strong 
for our children…look after our traditions, songs, 
language, stories and artwork…bring back the 
things that guide us today for the future…com-
bining a meeting place for traditional business 
with modern library services.” (Taylor 2004: 1).
After a two-year study involving a number of 
remote Aboriginal communities in the Top End, 
the community of Galiwinku (Elcho Island) was 
chosen as the site of the first Indigenous Knowl-
edge Centre in 2002 (Australian Broadcasting 
Commission, 2003; Northern Land Council, 
2002). At the locus of the Galiwinku Knowledge 
Centre plan was a ‘42 level relational database’ that 
aimed to preserve local knowledge and represent 
the way the Yolgnu people understand the natural 
world (Rothwell, 2003). This ambitious task was, 
according researchers at the School of Indigenous 
Knowledge Systems at Charles Darwin University, 
‘impossible to achieve and in fact unnecessary 
to attempt’ (Christie, 2005) and, as far as can be 
ascertained, has since fallen into disuse.
In 2003 NTL sketched a ‘Community Knowl-
edge Centre Road Map’ outlining the Library’s 
response to ‘increased demand’ from communities 
to assist in managing their ‘traditional Indigenous 
knowledge’. Under this proposed model a ‘hub’ 
community with a functioning library service, 
would manage a digital collection that could then 
be distributed – potentially via the web - to other 
communities within a regional network of linked 
databases. Just prior to the implementation of the 
remodeled Libraries and Knowledge Centres pro-
gram in 2004, the National Indigenous Languages 
Survey Report indicated that ‘In many instances’ 
the fledgling Knowledge Centres suffered from 
‘a lack of ongoing resources and some poorly 
developed policy guidelines’ (Australia Institute 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, 
2005:94). Despite this the report went on to recom-
mend that the NT Government ensure that links 
are made between education services in remote 
communities and the newly devised ‘Indigenous 
Knowledge Centre initiative’ (NILS, 2005: 100). A 
few years earlier the Territory Government’s own 
report into secondary education commented that 
the Knowledge Centres could potentially become 
sites for further nurturing ‘language and tradi-
tion’, via documentation and archiving as well as 
community events. In hindsight it appears that the 
report pre-empted NTL’s decision to implement 
software and digital media equipment tailored to 
Indigenous needs stating that:
“There may also be benefit in investigating and 
building on the Ara Irititja project in South Aus-
tralia and the initiatives being undertaken through 
the Cape York Partnerships in relation to digital 
holdings of Indigenous knowledge and enabling 
contemporary avenues for cultural transmission. 
The Indigenous Knowledge Centre Initiative […] 
could be linked to the smaller Language Nests [in 
schools] and become the places for the holding, 
renewal and creation of traditional practices that 
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could be accessed and utilised by education and 
other services […] the digital medium presents 
great opportunity for education, enterprise and 
cultural maintenance.” (Ramsey, 2003: 174-175).
The following year a comprehensive review 
was conducted into the ‘readiness’ of communi-
ties in the West MacDonnell’s region of Central 
Australia for the LKC program. The numerous rec-
ommendations made centered around the need for 
the program to develop an ICT training initiative 
that would build upon existing library programs, 
infrastructure and local skills. The report (Northern 
Territory Library, 2005) emphasised the need for 
a well considered implementation, training and 
support regime and the relatively low standard 
of ICT skills in each of the studied communities.
Without access to seeding monies, new fund-
ing or project funding the LKC program was first 
implemented using re-directed Northern Territory 
Library operational funds. A training methodology 
was trialed and supporting manuals created for 
the Our Story database. A common set of scanner, 
digital camera, digital audio-recording gear and 
supporting software was recommended to each 
library and a small grant to cover this initial setup 
cost was provided from NTL.
NTL provided – and continues to provide under 
the LKC model – training, and support through 
visits by program staff based in Darwin and Alice 
Springs, annual operational funds and funds for 
library materials. A small team of Northern Ter-
ritory Library staff provides ongoing training and 
support to Community Library Officers (CLOs) 
and their Councils. This involves onsite visits 
and regular, often weekly contact by telephone 
and email. The community library, supported 
by Northern Territory Library, provides a solid 
foundation for sustainable library services, and a 
permanent presence in the community. In remote 
communities this long-term, annual support is 
critical, as many services and programs can be 
unreliable and short-term.
Each library is staffed by one or two CLOs 
and is open from between 10-30 hours per week, 
Monday through Saturday. Community Library 
Officers (CLOs) are employed by local Councils 
to operate the library. In all cases, CLOs are local 
residents of their communities. The program has 
created meaningful jobs for some community 
members, who are motivated to increase their 
own skills through employment at the library and 
involvement in important cultural work. One CLO 
on the Tiwi Islands community of Pirlangimpi has 
been employed in the library for 7 years. Over 
that time she has developed expertise in using a 
range of computer programs, gained skills in use 
of the internet, digital cameras, scanners etc., and 
now she is passing on these skills to others in the 
community through her work at the library.
Technology is a key component of the LKC 
model and each LKC has free public access 
computers which are connected to the Internet 
(although outages are not uncommon in many 
communities). In Indigenous communities, the 
library is often the only public space where people 
can come to read, interact with other community 
members, find information, access computers or 
use the Internet. Access to the Internet is becoming 
increasingly important to remote users particularly 
for online banking and web browsing (Papandrea 
et al, 2006: 61). The Library is also often a place 
where those who have had little or no contact with 
information and communications technology can 
begin to develop familiarity with various systems.
The Our Story Database
In this section we describe the principal ICT tool 
used in the LKC program, the Our Story database. 
Embedded within the LKC Model, Our Story is 
being used to provide communities with a further 
resource in sustaining culture, and to develop and 
extend local engagements with literacy and ICTs. 
This often means providing access to materials 
featuring local Indigenous languages and dialects 
as well as local cultural practices.
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Our Story uses the Ara Irititja database plat-
form, a File Maker Pro application originally 
developed by the Social History Unit of the Anangu 
Pitjantjatjara Yankunyjatjara Council (APY Coun-
cil) in north-western South Australia in the mid-
1990s (Hughes & Dallwitz, 2007).3 The Ara Irititja 
database came about in response to senior Anangu4 
requests for improved access to the records of past 
anthropologists, missionaries, and others who had 
so fervently documented their lives in a period of 
cultural change. Following a 15-year period of 
software development, user testing and interface 
refinement the Ara Irititja project devised an ap-
propriate database template for community-based 
archiving projects for Indigenous Australia. The 
creation of a digital archive specifically designed 
for residents in remote desert communities began 
to transform peoples’ thinking about the delivery 
of information and heritage services to remote 
Indigenous Australians.
Recognising the suitability of this system for 
use across its network of remote libraries, the 
Northern Territory Library purchased a Territory-
wide license to Ara Irititja in 2004. While the 
interface and functionality of the system was 
regarded as proven in the Indigenous commu-
nity context some necessary modifications were 
nonetheless required before implementation could 
occur. The system required superior import/export 
functionality, additional scope for customisation 
of the interface by each community and a PC ver-
sion of the system was needed for those sites not 
running Mac OS X; the preferred environment of 
the original software designers. While enhanced 
import/export functionality was essential, so that 
all of the metadata could be moved into a new 
system in the future, the requirement of commu-
nity customisation was deemed equally critical. 
Without this front-end flexibility, community/user 
acceptance and ownership of each database may 
have been jeopardised.
Despite the fact that Ara Irititja had been using 
the software for many years across the Anangu 
Pitjantjatjara (AP) Lands, Northern Territory Li-
brary’s model of delivery was going to be quite 
different. NTL’s version of the software was em-
bedded in the Libraries and Knowledge Centres 
program with all of its associated support, training 
employment opportunities, and furthermore, the 
system would be implemented across numerous 
Indigenous communities covering approximately 
fifteen distinct cultural and linguistic regions. (See 
Table 1) Conversely, the Ara Irititja system had 
originally been designed for use within a relatively 
homogenous cultural and linguistic region on the 
AP lands - where a series of mutually-intelligible 
western desert dialects and languages are spoken 
- and was set to display Pitjantjatjara names only. 
Our Story, on the other hand, needed to be flexible 
enough to ensure that each of the relevant local 
Indigenous languages could feature not only in 
the database title-name but also throughout the 
interface; icons, buttons etc. With this flexibility 
enabled, the program could meet the high priority 
that most communities place on the continuance 
of local Indigenous knowledge and language.
The Our Story database has been a cornerstone 
of the LKC model. The wider LKC model is in-
tended to support Our Story installations, and to 
expose and develop the engagement of Indigenous 
communities with literacy practices in hard-copy 
and electronic formats. Each community was then 
able to create a database, unique to their region, 
and administered by a locally employed Com-
munity Library Officer (CLO). Populating the 
system with newly digitised or born-digital mate-
rial would therefore be the responsibility of the 
CLO, with support from NTL project staff.5 Dur-
ing these initial implementation stages, NTL 
provided intensive training to local CLOs in order 
to install, set-up and populate the system with 
local content. Each of the participating communi-
ties received additional financial support to pur-
chase suitable digitisation equipment and software, 
following recommendations from Northern Ter-
ritory Library’s IT staff and appropriate, simple 
English documentation was also created. The Our 
Story procedures manual included advice on 
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digital standards and step by step guides to im-
porting items and adding new metadata into the 
system.
Finding content for the databases was in most 
cases not difficult, as many of the community 
libraries had already begun to store hard copies of 
important local historical and cultural materials. 
The Library and Knowledge Centre in Wadeye 
for example had already received hundreds of 
repatriated photographs and sound recordings 
from anthropologists and missionaries, ready for 
inclusion in their Murrinh Nekinigme (Our Story) 
system. Our Story databases in most communities 
have been quickly populated with similar material 
and now contain a mixture of repatriated digital 
content (photos, film, sound etc) from cultural 
institutions and private collections, as well as 
born digital materials deposited by local schools, 
researchers, community members and visitors.
These database systems have allowed for 
materials from a range of different and distinct 
collections to come together for the first time as a 
unique compilation in their own right. In Our Story 
for example, each item in the database is associated 
with its original catalogue information as well as 
enriched with annotations added dynamically by 
local library staff and other interested community 
members. With the diversity of archived materials 
and the emphasis on community directed popula-
tion of the Our Story databases, these systems have 
become ‘organic’ in the way that they expand and 
change over time. This combination of content 
and descriptive data has meant that each database 
is a valuable resource of not only local historical 
materials but also perspectives on these histories. 
Researchers and visitors to these communities are 
beginning to show interest in gaining access to 
these collections and the library is in the process 
of advising each Shire of the issues associated 
with access to Indigenous digital collections. 
Cognisant of the principles that underlie the suc-
cess of the Our Story databases – acknowledging 
local control and ownership of the collections - the 
library have not pursued making these collections 
available to a wider-audience online. The Northern 
Territory Library has instead started a consulta-
Table 1. Northern Territory databases currently supported under the LKC model 6
Community Language/s Database Name No. of Items
Lajamanu Warlpiri, Gurindji Nganju (‘Roots’) 111
Ti Tree (Aleyaw) Anmatyerr Anmatyerr Angkety (‘Anmatyerr Talking’) 1,550
Ltyentye Apurte Central and Eastern Arrernte Anwernekenhe Ayeye (‘Our Story’) 1,438
Milingimbi Grupapungu, Djambarrpuyngu Limurrung Dhawu 6,943
Elliott Jingulu, Mudburra Our Story 432
Wadeye Murrinh-patha, Murrinh Nekinigme 21,031
Peppimenarti Ngan’gikurunggurr Ngan’gi Ngagurr 2,314
Ngukurr Ngalakgan, Yugul Melabat Stori 1,959
Umbakumba Anindilyakwa Yirrilangwa Alawudawarra 3,139
Angurugu Anindilyakwa Groote Eylandt Story 5,237
Milikapiti Tiwi Ngini Tiwi 2,409
Barunga Jawoyn, Mayali Bla Mibala Stori 1,095
Pirlangimpi Tiwi Ngini Tiwi 2,409
Galiwin’ku Nhangu Our Story 792
Borroloola Mara Our Story 215
Ramingining Djinang Our Story 747
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tive process regarding what material communities 
might consider making available for publication 
on Northern Territory Library’s online digital 
repository, Territory Stories.
THEORETICAL DIMENSIONS
The Program Paradigm
The overarching objectives of the LKC Program 
can be reduced to two core elements: to assist 
with Indigenous knowledge management and to 
introduce and develop digital and other litera-
cies amongst this clientele. The program hopes 
to achieve these objectives by (a) supporting 
remote Indigenous communities with access to 
and use of recorded Indigenous knowledge, (b) 
providing an elaborated library model to meet 
indigenous needs, (c) utilising emergent digital 
technologies to order to achieve the above and 
keep library services relevant, and (d) assisting 
in the development of remote communities via 
the provision of relevant and engaging literacy 
and information resources.
In practice, the Our Story / LKC paradigm 
operates at a number of levels. At one level, we 
can distinguish between those of Our Story itself 
and, spreading over and containing it, the Librar-
ies and Knowledge Centres paradigm. Between 
these two paradigms, there is an interdependency 
that is critical to their continued viability, and to 
the ‘success’ that is considered in a later section 
of this chapter.
As described earlier in this chapter, Our Story’s 
paradigm is predicated on the idea of cultural repa-
triation. This gave the project its initial impetus by 
creating a “need” which the project could seek to 
fulfill: that is, to take materials originating from a 
community, yet alienated from it, and make them 
accessible to that community. As pointed out by 
those working with Indigenous collections in 
the library sector, the technology of digitisation 
has enabled the repatriation of heritage materials 
without ‘institutional relinquishment’ (Nakata et 
al, 2008 p.226). Within this proposal of repatriation 
lies a broader imperative that has had implica-
tions for the project: the idea of the community 
sitting in the driver’s seat in the management of 
those materials.
This bigger idea, this sense of agency on the part 
of the “clients” of the service, has influenced the 
project in a number of dimensions, made manifest 
for example in the born-digital content that has 
been generated by local people and ingested into 
the database. The productive role of community 
members within by this process is underscored 
through the process of community annotation of 
digital records, through an operator, to reinstate 
information about people and cultural activities 
that are pictured in repatriated objects — a process 
akin to the tested ethnographic method of ‘photo 
elicitation’ without the influence of a researcher 
(Hurworth, 2003). A further dimension is added 
by community members working within the 
service as LKC managers and operators, and in 
the consistent process of in-service training and 
professional development in which they partici-
pate by virtue of their role in the LKC program.
This amounts to a consistent thread of focus on 
empowerment, expressed in a number of ways. It is 
this that makes the broader LKC paradigm, which 
provides the context for the Our Story service, such 
an interesting elaboration of the library model. The 
traditional library, as it has developed in its most 
recent historical manifestation, has implied a kind 
of passivity on the part of its clientele: content is 
created elsewhere, and provided to clients, who 
are often described as “users”.
When we consider the LKC model, however, 
this now-traditional paradigm stands on its head. 
For now we do have “players”: people engaging 
with the service are far from being consumers 
alone: they are either creating new material for 
addition to this community-level digital library, 
or are intimately involved in providing successive 
layers of additional information to a degree that it 
could, quite reasonably, be seen as transforming 
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the nature and status of the object in question: for 
context is everything, and a new informational 
context produces something that must, at times, 
be considered quite different and distinct.
This is an exciting elaboration of the library 
paradigm: ‘users’ become ‘players’. However, 
the suggestion that this is substantially and sig-
nificantly new could be challenged: is this not 
similar to a wiki where, just as in the Our Story 
setting, participants can add edit and add layers 
of information — in this case through a form of 
moderator? And, clearly, this kind of service is 
anything but new: suggestions that a new inter-
net-based ‘participatory culture’ is developing, 
through wikis, blogs and other web services, are 
hardly novel statements within the now-emergent 
world of Web 2.0.
To recapture and defend the significant novelty 
of the Our Story / LKC paradigm, we must return 
to context. In the first instance, we are obliged 
to remember the local focus of these services. 
Content held in Our Story databases is ‘personal’ 
to that community. Communities are not comfort-
able with the material being accessible through 
networks, and the prospect of cultural information 
being stored on, and accessible from, an internet-
accessible server represents an unacceptable level 
of cultural safety and control. There can be acute 
sensitivities: as noted, in many communities it is 
culturally offensive to display images of persons 
who are deceased and there are other important 
intra-communal prohibitions around access to 
cultural knowledge.
As a consequence, it is a priority for communi-
ties to be in control of the material, determining 
access rights according to traditionally-determined 
constraints. Another significant component of 
local context lies in the varying levels of literacy 
which community members bring to their interac-
tion with the Our Story service. This makes the 
presence of the operator, when annotations are to 
be added to database records, imperative. This also 
provides for a level of control and consistency as 
the database collection grows and develops as it 
is used by the community.
A third, very significant, component of con-
text in this regard is one which brings the two 
paradigms together: the active, participatory, 
self-managed but non-web environment of the 
Our Story databases and the elaborated library 
paradigm of the LKC itself. This is the physical 
presence and persistence of the LKC within the 
community. The ‘genius’ of the contemporary, 
developing library model, the thing that libraries 
can uniquely provide, comes into being as a result 
of this physical presence and its ability to host a 
broad variety of information modes and media. An 
early evaluation of the program (Northern Terri-
tory Government, 2006 p.4) stated that the LKC 
program was an ‘innovative approach to engaging 
with changing community needs for knowledge 
and information, and that it could become a lead-
ing example for the ways such services can be 
delivered to Indigenous.’
LKCs show that this amounts to more than 
a passive response, on the part of libraries, to a 
simple increase in availability and demand of new 
media. Present-day libraries operate to maximise 
engagement with the materials they present to 
their communities through a process of overlap. A 
community member might move into the library 
space to access one kind of object, and then segue 
to another, or combine the use of a number of 
objects and types of object. The pulling-power 
of the Our Story database means that commu-
nity members move into an environment where 
ink-on-paper literacy materials are also present, 
increasing the likelihood of use for those materials 
as well. These opportunities are reflected in the 
increasing use of LKCs as the physical setting 
for early childhood literacy programs mounted 
by Northern Territory Library.
In this way, the Library has been able to make 
a case, as it were, to the members of remote com-
munities: that the library space is relevant and 
responsive to their interests. While mainstream 
libraries strive to provide their clients with access 
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to information across the globe, the LKC program 
is using computer and digital media technology 
to focus in on the local. As recent research con-
ducted by Kimberley Christen in Warumungu 
communities has shown (2007), the adoption of 
new technology can fit comfortably alongside 
the cultural imperatives of Aboriginal peoples, 
such as the retention of local narratives and the 
affirmation of local identity. Proceeding from this 
understanding the fundamental message of good 
faith in this sense is that the LKC takes, manages, 
and makes accessible the very significant local 
knowledge in a way that does not, in contrast to 
earlier non-Indigenous practices, then proceed 
to alienate that material from the community to 
which it belongs.
It should be obvious that these two paradigms 
have implications beyond Indigenous communi-
ties alone. Contemporary libraries sometimes 
struggle to find a role which they, uniquely, can 
fill in the lives of their would-be clienteles. LKCs 
show one way in which a traditional library para-
digm, where relevancy was in doubt and at risk, by 
changing the relationship between “providers” and 
“clients” of such a service into one where clients 
are providers or producers of content and, in a 
certain sense, managers of the material.
But the key impact of the Our Story / LKC 
model continues to register, most effectively, in 
view of the conditions faced by Indigenous people 
in Australia. Indigenous people have been objecti-
fied, controlled, and their social fabric, at times, 
has come close to being destroyed. So much of 
that has been implicit in models of Indigenous / 
non-Indigenous interaction that have portrayed 
first nations in a situation of passivity. In a small 
way, the Our Story / LKC model engages with and 
pushes back against this back-drop, both because 
of the direct support it provides for participa-
tory heritage management, and thus for cultural 
memory and identity, but also because the para-
digm itself operates on the basis of counting-in 
Indigenous people rather than counting them out.
Theories, Values and Assumptions
The paradigms so described rest on a number of 
theoretical and value judgements, and on certain 
assumptions about the relationship between the 
Northern Territory Library, as funder and provider 
of the Our Story / LKC service, and the communi-
ties it is designed to support.
We have argued that the Our Story / LKC 
package amounts, essentially, to an ‘elaborated 
library model’. Similarly, the underlying values 
that inform the service have taken an elaborated 
form, building on traditional library concerns 
and broadening them so that they are capable of 
encompassing a particular environment.
A thread of continuity centres on the continued 
emphasis on literacy. As argued above, the Our 
Story / LKC environment presents a series of 
overlapping opportunities to engage with words-
on-the-page materials, audio and video, internet 
access and, of course, a combination of media 
in the Our Story database. However, left at that 
such an approach could have the appearance of 
“build it and they will come” mentality, which is 
not always a productive way to engage a com-
munity. Again, thoughts go back to the traditional 
library model, where materials are provided, but 
the drivers for their use come from other quar-
ters. For centuries libraries have contributed to 
this process by holding the physical collections 
and providing the social spaces for interactions 
between readers and knowledge (Anderson, 1994). 
Knowledge does not exist ‘out there’ – in books 
and libraries, records, movies and archives – but 
is created in social environments.
In this elaborated model, drivers stem from 
two sources. First, the cultural imperatives associ-
ated with the Our Story database, where demand 
is created by community members who wish to 
view and add to objects in the database, and by 
community elders who see an opportunity to pass 
on cultural information in this “assisted” way 
(in addition to more traditional oral pathways). 
A second driver consists of the early childhood 
166
Localisation of Indigenous Content
literacy program put into place by NTL (Northern 
Territory Library, 2008). In this, local library staff 
are supported to offer regular and appropriate read-
ing, storytelling, music making and arts activities 
to young children and their parents and carers. 
This program is informed by a body of interna-
tional research on the efficacy of early-childhood 
literacy programs, which has been added to by 
locally-specific research commissioned by NTL, 
to identify methods and resources suitable to the 
program’s real-world context.
Of course, a third driver is generated by con-
ditions of remoteness. As for all isolated com-
munities, entertainment is relatively scarce, and 
this must account for a component of visitation to 
the service. Under the implicit “overlap” doctrine 
described for the Our Story / LKC paradigm, it is 
anticipated that, given a sufficient diversity and 
relevance of objects available, that this type of 
contact with the service would, again, result in 
opportunistic engagements with other materials. 
This scenario, again, supports the importance of 
the persistent, physical space of the LKC, with 
its consistent hours of opening so that community 
members can plan and assume their contact with 
the service. This level of expectation keeps the 
service alive: there have been examples where a 
stand-alone Our Story-style database service has 
withered simply due to varying hours of access 
and loss of the inadvertent and opportunistic en-
gagement made possible by a mixed-use facility.
But, for all of these forms of engagement, it is 
with a form of ’literacy’ that is, itself, elaborated. 
The Our Story database provides not only contact 
with traditional marks-on-the-page style literacy, 
but also with the controls and functionalities that, 
together, make up a literacy conceived in terms 
of ICTs. In terms of Our Story, opportunities 
for engagement with this form of literacy come 
— in order of increasing sophistication — from 
accessing the product in user mode; contributing 
metadata with an operator; determining viewing 
rights with an operator; developing digital content 
for addition to the database; and being an opera-
tor, managing, editing and adding to objects in 
the collection. In a service that is predicated on 
a vision of local content provision and manage-
ment, these contacts all stand to contribute to 
experiential assets within the community. Other 
contacts with ICTs, either in the context of training 
or use, could leverage these as, indeed, contacts 
with ICTs outside of the Our Story / LKC context 
stand to raise levels of capability when community 
members return to the service.
Within the Our Story / LKC service, as well, 
and as for ‘marks on the page’ literacy, an im-
plicit concept of overlap is important. There are 
broad levels of commonality in the commands 
and functionality encountered in Our Story and 
in the other electronic modalities made available 
within the LKC, such as those provided through 
open and subscription-based internet services. 
Papandrea observed engagement with new media 
technology via the LKC program while conduct-
ing research on Phone and Internet usage in the 
Anmatyerr community:
“There was an interesting and relatively advanced 
use of computers and Internet by two young men 
in the community who were engaged as research 
assistants on a water culture research project 
being conducted by Charles Darwin University. 
They were engaged in identifying and mapping of 
water resources, including the recording of digi-
tal photographs in an electronic database [Our 
Story]. They were very proud of their work and 
keen to demonstrate what was being included in 
the database. Their relatively high level of com-
puter skills had been acquired through intensive, 
practical training.” (Papandrea, 2006: 32).
So again, even staying within the electronic 
domain, the unique possibilities of the physical 
mixed-mode library are critical. Again, the disad-
vantage of remoteness and poor socio-economic 
conditions which has meant that private computer 
and internet access in these communities is very 
low compared with urban Australia. Factoring this 
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into an appreciation of the LKCs context again 
gives a better fix on the significance of the service 
they provide to their communities.
INSIGHTS, CHALLENGES 
AND THE FUTURE
Lessons Learned
There have been numerous research projects over 
the past decade investigating the prospects of da-
tabase technology in the retention of Aboriginal 
knowledge. Some of these projects have created 
prototypes of databases but few have been able 
to concentrate on or implement a system with the 
required levels of support and maintenance. As 
referred to above, the Charles Darwin University 
projects had a significant theoretical component, 
particularly in relation to the ontologies and 
structures of Indigenous knowledge and went as 
far as offering a design concept of what a more 
appropriate system might look like. Since this 
time an American researcher working with War-
ramungu people in Tennant Creek has created the 
Mukurtu database (Christen, 2005) and a prototype 
system, Memory Place, has been created to hold 
the ethno-biological documentation of a long-term 
researcher on Groote Eylandt.
But amongst these many projects there was 
nothing quite like the Our Story / LKC project, 
in that it was in full production; adding to its col-
lections; being annotated and accessed by local 
people; competently supported; and gradually 
growing outward to meet demand from local 
people. Whilst not ignoring questions of ontology 
and knowledge structure the LKC program has not 
allowed this to take precedence over getting Our 
Story implemented. Regular visits from support 
staff based in Darwin, installing and maintain-
ing equipment, refreshing physical collections, 
providing training and support for local LKC 
managers, provided a layer of practical investment 
that has led, over time, to a sustained and growing 
network of Our Story / LKC installations. The 
Our Story / LKC combination was emerging as a 
hardened ICT program improved, cycle by cycle, 
by confronting practical challenges and solving 
them. In the meantime, others involved in similar 
projects in other parts of Australia continued to 
explore the implications of ontological differences 
and, on some occasions, to look askance at the 
lack of technical sophistication attributed to the 
Our Story platform.
From our perspective, it has been a wise deci-
sion to maintain a central focus on the nuts-and-
bolts of rolling-out and sustaining the network 
of Our Story / LKC installations. Comparable 
programs have some similar elements, not least 
the program put in place by the Pitjantjatjara 
people, at whose behest the Ara Irititja /Our Story 
software has been developed over more than a 
decade ago. But there appear not to be any other 
programs that have kept their promise to deliver 
such facilities in remote Indigenous communities, 
and to sustain and develop them over time with 
recurring funding and staff commitments.
The program has been part of substantial dis-
cussions on developing a successor to the current 
production version of Our Story, and has made 
considerable investments toward software devel-
opment in this regard. The technical challenges, 
seen across all dimensions, are surprisingly similar 
to digital services operating on a larger scale and 
in metropolitan settings: where digital moving-
picture objects are involved, back-up alone poses 
questions from a technical perspective.
However, as flagged in the opening sections of 
this chapter, it is notable that critical dimensions 
of the effort to put the Our Story / LKC program 
into full production are not, strictly speaking, tech-
nical alone. A significant component has hinged 
on the commitment to an elaborated model of a 
service that was struggling to engage its intended 
population, and that has involved significant 
ongoing investment in terms of funding, support 
staff, and regular training and in-service for the 
locally-based people, the majority of whom are 
Indigenous.
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The importance of these logistical components 
of the project is highlighted by the everyday 
challenges of mounting these services in remote 
locations. The result is that technical equipment 
is subject to variations in operating environment, 
and is situated far from any other source of techni-
cal support: there are few computer maintenance 
services willing and able to attend, and costs for 
so doing are incredibly high. As with most proj-
ects and programs in remote areas, there are also 
considerable challenges with maintaining staffing. 
Where local staff decide not to stay with the LKC, 
there can be difficulties replacing them, and the 
program as a whole must cultivate, as best it can, 
certain levels of redundancy to anticipate these 
predicaments.
Success
As in so many cases, then, the full scope of a 
successful ICT project depends on more than the 
technical component. To the extent that the Our 
Story / LKC program has been a success, much is 
owed to the levels of focus and tenacity applied 
to making sure these bases are covered. However, 
before we make any claims for the program’s suc-
cess, we should offer some criteria on which it can 
be judged. As noted at the opening of the chapter, 
any ‘success’ must necessarily be considered as 
contingent, since in any ongoing program, risks 
can always emerge.
In June 2005 Professor Martin Nakata and a 
team of academic researchers conducted an evalu-
ation of the model in its fledgling stages of imple-
mentation (Nakata et al, 2006). The evaluation 
provided an external perspective of the programs 
fundamentals, and delivered baseline information 
to guide future developments. A cross-disciplinary 
team of Indigenous and non-Indigenous academics 
and specialists, was assembled, including spe-
cialists on Indigenous literacy, programs policy, 
Information and Communications Technology, 
and intellectual property, under the leadership 
of Professor Martin Nakata from the Jumbunna 
House of Indigenous Learning at the University 
of Technology Sydney. The team visited a number 
of LKC sites in 2005 and reviewed the policy set-
tings and other documentation associated with the 
program. The team provided a substantial report, 
with specific recommendations, to which NTL 
responded in 2006.
The LKC program is at the cutting-edge of 
library services to Indigenous communities. NTL 
sought confirmation that its model was robust 
and sustainable and was meeting current needs. 
Independent evaluation of the program would 
demonstrate its value to communities and as a 
contribution to broader government goals, and 
might also provide evidence for future funding 
applications. Since then the Program has received 
a Northern Territory Chief Minister’s award (2006) 
and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation ‘Ac-
cess to Learning Award’ (2007). Visitor statistics 
have increased in all cases once the program was 
introduced.
With the findings of the evaluation report in 
mind, the present section further identifies some 
of the fundamental risks associated with the LKC 
model, and asks if the present program is in a 
position successfully to anticipate and respond to 
them. Here, we describe a number of parameters 
that provide an appropriate test of success for 
such a program. We propose that such a program 
would fail if:
• NTL were not able to implement and main-
tain installations;
• The installations did not result in appropri-
ate results from measures of use;
• The program was not able to build on and 
develop from the initial foothold estab-
lished with an installation;
• The instances were seen by local commu-
nities as irrelevant to their interests and 
concerns;
• There were too great a level of un-met de-
mand, with no prospect of gradual progress 
toward meeting that demand;
169
Localisation of Indigenous Content
• Technical development of the Our Story 
platform over-reached, or under-reached, 
providing either an insufficiently reliable 
user experience, or was demonstrably un-
der specification in comparison with other 
services available to communities;
• NTL’s theories and assumptions about the 
connection between library-style facilities, 
the database product, literacy activities and 
levels of literacy in communities, and other 
anticipated positive results, proved not to 
be reliable; and,
• There were areas of NTL’s responsibil-
ity that it failed to manage, resulting in 
a break-down of trust and good-faith be-
tween NTL and local communities.
As demonstrated above, the first two criteria 
are satisfied by the program as it currently stands. 
From initial pilot installations in 2004/2005, the 
Our Story / LKC program has flourished across 
the Northern Territory, and covers communities 
in Central Australia and the Top End. Technical 
and other forms of support have indeed been 
successfully maintained, and statistical records 
of visitation to these sites form a basis for claims 
that Our Story / LKC instances are generating, 
and meeting, demand. Literacy programs are a 
palpable sign of NTL building on the basic Our 
Story / LKC model, leveraging the physical base 
the LKCs provide as a stepping-off point for further 
services. Each time such a service is added, so 
long as it is sustainable, the program recommends 
itself, as it were, more and more to the community 
it seeks to serve, and builds a strong case for its 
relevancy to community life.
There are positive indicators on the other crite-
ria proposed for the program’s success. Feedback 
on levels of relevancy in this sense is positive. 
Indigenous elders are, as they have been from the 
start in connection with the project, passionate 
about the possibilities it represents for transmit-
ting their cultural knowledge to young people. A 
resident of the Nthwerey community explained 
to a group of men - while providing annotations 
for the database - the importance of maintaining 
these historical records in the community:
“Our family connections are a big mess. All of these 
photos help explain to family members who they 
are related to. People living today might be family 
of these old people. Today’s grandchildren want 
to look. People who have [recently] passed away, 
we leave them alone. We look at these pictures to 
help us remember our families. By showing our 
community what’s in these books - this is true. This 
person here [young Anmatyerr trainee] shows 
everybody these photos. This is true. They can 
put it in the library.” (Personal communication 
with Aleyaw community member 1st November 
2006, translated from Anmatyerr and Warlpiri by 
Sebastian Walker and Hamilton Morris).
Further visual observation and anecdotal evi-
dence bears out expectations that local people are 
extremely interested in accessing, viewing and 
annotating material held in database collections 
relating to their local area and community. Each 
Community Library Officer at the Anmatyerr 
Library and Knowledge Centre in Ti Tree has 
used the database to not only enter data for the 
community collections but enter their own ‘story’ 
into the database. The following entry into the 
system serves as a good example:
“[This woman] was a Kaytety woman who lived at 
Phillip Creek and Alekareng. This photo is taken 
from Peter and Jay Reads book ‘Long Time Olden 
Time’ (page 97) See Audio/Sound files 5000/5 (in 
the Anmatyerr Angkety Database). Anthropologist 
Dianne Bell worked with [her] for many years. 
See ‘Daughters of the Dreaming’ book for more 
information and pictures. [She] is featured on 
a Coloured Stone song.... song name unknown. 
This is [my] Grandfather’s sister. Grandfather is 
Jupurrula... [She] passed away in 1999 in Tennant 
Creek.” (From the Anmatyerr Angkety database, 
item p2/107. Names withheld).
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In addition to the image of her grandmother, 
an oral history, digitised from a now out of print 
series of cassettes, was also included in the data-
base system to provide further context for anyone 
perusing the database.
At a Territory-wide level, there would seem to 
be few grounds for a perception by communities 
that demand for new Our Story / LKC instances 
would not be met. The expansion of the network 
provides a basis to suggest that instances can 
be put in place where demand is high and other 
conditions, such as the provision of a building by 
the local community council or other local gov-
ernment body, are met. Similarly, on its present 
record, given its record of focus on implementa-
tion and support rather than abstract technical 
challenges, and NTL’s evident commitment to 
the development of a successor to the current Our 
Story software platform, it appears that over- or 
under-reaching in a technical sense is less likely, 
given NTL’s record to date and stable organisa-
tional settings.
Challenges
This leaves us with a handful of areas where there 
are potential risks. Above, we identified a set of 
assumptions which had motivated NTL to view 
the elaborated mixed-media library as a platform 
on which to take a more active role in enhancing 
literacy competency than has traditionally been 
the case in a library setting. It will be remembered 
that the traditional model has been confined to 
providing materials, and training people to access 
them, rather than providing a further focus on such 
core skills as those involved in literacy. It will 
also be remembered that the implicit approach 
in this instance has been to provide an overlap-
ping environment which provides opportunities 
— and, in some instances, demand — for the use 
and development of these competencies, and that 
this extends beyond print/text literacy to more 
composite forms of digital literacy.
However, checks of this process based on 
the anecdotal information and visual inspection 
performed to date are less compelling than a 
more systematic approach might provide. Such 
an approach would also be likely to offer impor-
tant pointers to how the process, if it does prove 
significant, could be enhanced. Of course, such 
data, were it to be generated, could be used by NTL 
as a tool to advocate on behalf of the program, 
as it was able to do with the Gates Foundation. 
A similarly higher level of systemization would 
also be beneficial for metrics of the dimensions 
and character of more general use within the 
elaborated library environment.
Risk to trust and good-will between NTL and 
local communities represents a more persistent 
dilemma for the program. In a 2005 NTL internal 
paper it was argued that NTL’s management of 
Indigenous materials was, due to modest cover-
age of Indigenous rights within a European legal 
framework, more likely to result in damage to 
relationships with Indigenous people who had 
provided content than exposure to risks in a (non-
Indigenous) legal sense. As the program expands 
NTL will need to find ways of managing Indig-
enous Intellectual and Cultural Property Rights 
within a non-indigenous legal and institutional 
framework that can be at odds with Aboriginal 
knowledge management protocols. Following on 
from the success of the program and subsequent 
publicity of the ‘Access to Learning Award’ a 
number of Aboriginal organisations have ap-
proached NTL with requests that they become a 
‘trusted repository’ for community-made content. 
Difficulties in articulating between Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous law mean that this will continue 
to be a risk for all organisations adopting a stew-
ardship role in relation to Indigenous material.
An associated, yet distinct issue arises in 
relation to the potential for political division to 
impact on accessibility to materials in collections. 
As collections develop, they become inherently 
more valuable, even if that value were only to 
be perceived within the immediate community 
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that has given rise to it. Remote communities are 
not strangers to political and social division, and 
some Our Story collections have become subject 
to political contest. In a worst-case scenario, this 
has resulted in a freeze in the process of access-
ing, viewing, up-loading and annotating objects 
in the database. Similarly, in communities where 
ownership of the database and/or individual items 
has not been well documented or explained the 
viability of the collection has been brought into 
question. This scenario eventuated in one Central 
Australian community where photographs from 
the collection of a past, and controversial anthro-
pologist where added into their local database. A 
community member began documenting detailed 
stories related to each photographic until he dis-
covered that the copyright of the images were 
retained by an institution which he regarded as 
antagonistic to his communities interests. Despite 
that fact that the information entered by this person 
would legally be the property of the local govern-
ing body and not the institution that donated the 
photographs, all information was withdrawn and 
trust in the LKC was negatively affected.
The current NTL position on ownership of the 
collections is that they are owned by the relevant 
Shires in which the collections are held, but this 
has never been tested. Until recently this mean 
that (now defunct) Community Government 
Councils could nominally take responsibility for 
the collections via a decision making process 
involving locally appointed, an most often Indig-
enous, councilors. Local Government reform in 
2008 has meant that ‘ownership’ of the database 
collections now resides with larger Shire Coun-
cils incorporating many communities, covering 
multiple linguistic and cultural boundaries and 
including non-indigenous residents. Naturally, 
there is some concern that this new model of local 
government might lack both the legal authority to 
‘own’ these databases and the cultural authority to 
make decisions on collections developed within 
a particular sub-region of the Shire.
One of the key successes of the Libraries and 
Knowledge Centres program has been in its abil-
ity to improve access to collections of relevance 
to Indigenous communities, and as such give 
people a measure of ownership and control over 
these collections. As stated in the aforementioned 
‘Road Map’, the LKC program was in part a re-
sponse to ‘increased demand’ from communities 
to assist in managing their ‘traditional indigenous 
knowledge’. As many of these databases contain 
or will begin to collect information regarded as 
the intellectual and cultural property of Aboriginal 
people and their communities NTL needs to ensure 
that these interests are not neglected. In any case, 
it is imperative that trust is maintained between 
the organisation and its Indigenous constituents, 
who provide all of the material, and therefore the 
key driver, for the Our Story / LKC program. The 
position of NTL to date has been that Indigenous 
rights over this material is sacrosanct, and it is 
critical that this continues to be the case if infor-
mation flows are to be maintained into the Our 
Story instances, so that they can be enjoyed and 
extended within the context of the communities 
which have given rise to them.
Future Trends and 
Recommendations for 
Future Projects
While there were minor changes made to the 
software during initial deployment of Our Story, 
there are a number of technical shortfalls within the 
current system and there is general consensus re-
garding the need for a browser-based solution. The 
new system is intended to build upon the existing, 
and successful features of the system including its 
interface design and functionality. The growth of 
Indigenous land management programs across the 
Northern Territory has meant that documentation 
of geospatial data and database tools to capture 
Indigenous ecological knowledge have become 
key requirements of future systems. There is 
already considerable interest from existing Our 
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Story users to use popular web-mapping applica-
tions (such as Google Maps) to register and record 
important places in a storied landscape. As one 
Community Library Officer described, navigating 
through a ‘glass map’ of peoples traditional lands 
is a more intuitive way of searching for data, more 
intuitive than typing a place name in a text box. 
As one CLO reflected:
“Many people in our communities have connec-
tions all across the Territory. We’ve all grown up 
and moved around to many different places. Our 
old people used to live in the bush and this tech-
nology lets us see places that are hard to visit by 
car. This is a new way of learning about country.” 
(Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 2007)
Using software that has avoided any attempt 
to mirror, or reflect an Indigenous knowledge 
system has been a tremendous strength of the 
LKC Program to date. The database schema of 
the Our Story software is relatively ‘flat’ – in 
that it does not privilege different hierarchies of 
knowledge – and has been shaped much more by 
a concern to replicate the structures of a physical 
archive than an Indigenous episteme. While future 
developments of the software will necessarily be-
come more advanced and intend to accommodate 
greater scope for ‘Indigenous Knowledge’ – such 
as new database fields for ecological and cultural 
information, the ability to create audio and video 
annotations – the developers need be extremely 
careful not to over-extend in functionality.
With the certainty provided by annual funding 
from NTL grants, planning can occur for future 
developments of the program. This has been a 
major strength of the program and permitted a 
staged approach to implementation and program 
growth:
• Increase in training / staffing capacity for 
CLOs;
• Increased participation by Indigenous peo-
ple as staff in the program;
• Greater direct role for technical / database 
management by Indigenous people;
• Development of suitable modes through 
which communities can use material to 
generate a presence;
• Development of more accurate and ap-
propriate methodologies for service 
evaluation;
• Clarification of ‘ownership’ rights / re-
sponsibilities over databases;
• Continued monitoring / development of 
Indigenous Intellectual Property protocols;
• Further ways to leverage service to support 
ICT and language literacies; and
• Further ways to make LKCs central to, re-
sponsive to, remote communities.
CONCLUSION
By listening to the needs of Northern Territory In-
digenous communities, and learning from similar 
programs across Australia, the Northern Territory 
Library has been able to implement a distinctive 
information technology service with some suc-
cess. The creation of these digital collections has 
enabled marginalized and isolated communities to 
access and preserve materials extremely important 
to the cultural and historical identity of the user 
base. Unlike other ‘database’ projects that admin-
ister a collection on behalf of the community, or 
present short-term project-based solutions, the 
LKC model places responsibility with locally 
employed Community Library Officers who act 
on behalf of their communities. This is particularly 
important in that many are Indigenous members 
of the local community. Even so, issues regarding 
ownership of the collections and the inescapable 
need to upgrade the database system will continue 
to challenge - and provoke - future developments 
in the program.
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ENDNOTES
1  It should be noted that two of the authors 
of this paper have been thoroughly involved 
in the design and implementation of the 
LKC program, while the remaining author 
was employed as a project officer for the 
program for a short time and contributed to 
the programs evaluation in 2005.
2  In comparison the percentage of the State or 
Territory’s total population that is Indigenous 
in New South Wales is 2.1, in Queensland 
3.5 and in Victoria 0.6.
3  The platform is under further development 
by the Pitjantjatjara Council and the Northern 
Territory Library.
4  A generic term used across the Western 
Desert to refer to Aboriginal people.
5  The Pitjantjatjara Council initially developed 
three databases – a community collection, 
a collection for Anangu men only and a 
collection for Anangu women only – with 
the community version being distributed 
throughout the Pitjantjatjara and Yankuny-
jatjara lands in northern South Australia. The 
majority of content populating the database 
is entered in by staff in at a central location 
with corrections or annotations being con-
tributed at each of the community sites and 
then synchronised with the main database in 
the capital city of Adelaide. A new version 
of the database is then re-distributed to each 
of the participating sites.
6  Figures accurate as of October 2008.
